
“No place is a place until the things that have

happened in it are remembered in history, bal-

lads,yarns, legends, or monuments.”

Wallace Stegner, A Sense of Place

The Past is Pro l o g u e

“At last…we stood on board the schooner. Hoisting

sail, it glided down the Acushnet river. On one side,

New Bedford rose in terraces of streets, their ice-

covered trees all glittering in the clear, cold air. Huge

hills and mountains of casks on casks were piled

upon her wharves, and side by side the world-wan-

dering whale ships lay silent and safely moored at

last; while from others came a sound of carpenters

and coopers, with blended noises of fires and forges

to melt the pitch, all betokening that new cruises

were on the start; that one most perilous and long

voyage ended, only begins a second; and a second

ended, only begins a third, and so on, for e ver and

for aye…” —Herman Melville, Moby-Dick

To the eyes of the -year-old Melville, about to

embark on the adventurous whaling voyage that

inspired his epic tale, New Bedford resonated with

the vi brancy and fruits of m a ri time com m erce .

Melville’s words evoke the earthy sights,sounds,and

smells of its teeming waterfront as well as the out-

ward symbols of prosperity spawned by whaling and

its related trades.

Indeed, whaling was the catalyst for New Bed-

ford’s early development and success. Through the

early s the town grew rapidly and progressively

to displace Na n tu cket as the ep i cen ter of the 

i n du s try. E n trepren eu rial spirit and com m erc i a l

enterprises flourished. Maritime industries connect-

ed to whaling ships thrived along the waterfront.

Business prospered, and construction kept pace as

citizens endeavored to build an attractive city. Public

buildings became architectural expressions of mon-

umentality and permanence.

The eventual decline of commercially valuable

whale stocks led to more extended and intensive

pursuits of them, even far into the Arctic. Ultimate-

ly, a dwindling market for whale products and other

demographic, economic, environmental, and tech-

nological factors ended New Bedford’s signature

industry.

Tex tile manu f actu ring gradu a lly su pp l a n ted

whaling as the city’s primary industry. Commercial

activity moved away from the waterfront as the city

evolved into one of the nation’s leading textile cen-

ters, transforming the character of its commercial

neighborhoods.

Transformed as well were the cultural mosaic

and social fabric of the community. Population

growth, sparked by the textile mills that attracted

immigrants, further diversified the ethnic mix that

had characterized New Bedford’s whaling era.

A mid-s ebb in textile manufacturing was

fortuitously offset by the emergence of commercial

fishing as an economic lifeline. Harbor improve-

ments eventually made New Bedford a premier fish-

ing port.

Nonetheless, severe decline of the waterfront

district continued. Community-based efforts began

in the s to preserve, rehabilitate, and restore a

working waterf ront and the city ’s historic core .

This work has spurred a number of preservation

initiatives, partnerships, and incentives, including
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national historic landmark designations. Collabora-

tions between public and private organizations, both

nonprofit and for-profit, have heightened public

awareness of New Bedford’s cultural legacy and

helped stabilize some of its historic assets.

The establishment of New Bedford Whaling

National Historical Park in  recognized the

n a ti onal sign i f i c a n ce of this com mu n i ty ’s ri ch 

h i s tory, a rch i tectu re , and mu s eum co ll ecti on s .

The enabling legislation enjoined the National Park

Service to share with the city of New Bedford and

com mu n i ty - b a s ed or ga n i z a ti ons the stew a rd s h i p

responsibility for preserving this precious heritage

in perpetu i ty. This gen eral managem ent plan,

approved in August , is intended to fulfill the

letter and the spirit of that mandate.

“Like literature, music and art in their highest

forms, our national parks contribute to our

spiritual well-being, and they re qu i re our

unending vigilance to preserve them for that

purpose.”

Devereaux Butcher, Our National Parks


